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But It Won't Milk the Cows:
Farmers in Colfax County Debate
the Merits of the Telephone
MICHAEL L. OLSEN

Rural Americans once viewed modernization on the farm as a way to
increase profits and better their lives. Advances such as the automobile,
telephone, and radio would end the isolation of the countryside and
forge new ties between the farmer and the marketplace. There was even
hope that these inventions would so improve farm life that young people
would not leave the farm for the city. As one New Mexico farmer wrote,
referring to the telephone:
With a telephone in the house comes a new companionship, new
life, new possibilities, new relationship, [sic] and attachments for
the old farm by both old and young. 1
In the early decades of this century, the telephone was perhaps the
most wondrous of these modern marvels for farmers and their families.
Rural electrification was still decades away and country roads often
seemed more navigable by boat than horseless carriage, but the telephone was widely available, relatively easy to install by the purchaser
and, most importantly, inexpensive. It offered advantages which the
isolated farm family came to accept as indispensable. In some cases,
Michael L. Olsen is professor of history in New Mexico Highlands University
1. Raton Range, March 10, 1904.
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as with a call to the doctor, the telephone could even lift the shadow of
death,
One rural community which awoke to thE? possibilities and pleasures
of the telephone was on Johnson Mesa in northeastern New Mexico, on
the Colorado border. In 1900 just under five hundred people farmed and
grazed land extending across some two townships there, on the western
edge of an eight-thousand-foot high tableland, The earliest residents
were Hispanic sheepherders and their families, who took up homestead
claims in the 1880s, Joining them in the next decade were miners who
had lost their jobs at nearby coal mines during the depression of 1893
and a colony of nineteen farmers from Missouri
Raton, New Mexico, some fifteen miles to the west, was the primary
trade center for these mesa settlers, though a round trip there meant a
grueling two-thou sand-foot descent and ascent with their teams, No
local village as such ever emerged as the hub of the community, Instead
a few scattered public buildings served as focal points for community
affairs and activities, The Methodists managed to finance a solid stone
church, built at one of the more busy intersections on the main road
from Raton to Folsom, a town about fifteen miles east of Johnson Mesa,
Mesa residents also secured their own post office, No one ever erected
a general store, though some postmasters, on the side, did stock "notions" such as thread and buttons, along with a few grocery items, Most
public meetings convened at one of the three schoolhouses in use by
the early 1900s, when more people lived on the mesa than at any other
time,
The population of the mesa was never large enough to support the
growth of a central community, The high altitude with its cool climate,
plus undependable rains and snows coming mostly from mountain
showers, defeated most farmers, But for nearly three decades some
determined individuals clung to the mesa and publicized what theysaw
as its virtues, They appropriated whatever recent developments they
could, such as new planting techniques or agricultural machinery, to
advance the mesa and hold its people, Inevitably they enlisted the
telephone in their cause, resulting in the construction of lines and connections with nearby communities, Their promotions aside, for a time
the telephone did unify them, as it did thousands of other rural communities in the United States,2
Edmund Burch was foremost among 'those who believed in the
future of Johnson Mesa, Having come to northeastern New Mexico in
the early 1880s, he worked at first for the Santa Fe Railroad, then as a
clerk in a grocery, and later as operator of a dairy, He homesteaded on
2, Michael L, Olsen, "The Failure of an Agricultural Community: Johnson Mesa, New
Mexico," New Mexico Historical Review, 58 (April 1983), 113-32,
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Johnson Mesa in 1896. For over a decade, beginning in 1897, he wrote
a weekly column for the Raton Range, the region's major newspaper.
He was one of those individuals, found in nearly every agricultural community, who was the first to try some new crop or to buy the latest harrow.
Burch even became politically involved, serving a term in the state
legislature. He had one of the first three telephones on the mesa, and
was instrumental in getting a telephone company started there by promoting it in his newspaper column. 3
The telephone became available only in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The first private line was installed by Alexander Graham
Bell from a home in a Boston suburb to a business in the city in 1877.
A few weeks later Bell connected his Boston office with those of some
of his associates. The rapid public acceptance of this new technology
surprised even those interested in its development. One observer noted,
and subscribers on Johnson Mesa soon discovered, that "Once a community, like a family, has acquired the telephone habit, its members are
never satisfied to revert to primitive conditions. "4
Privacy in conversation quickly became a problem with Bell's initial
system. A single line linked the telephone of one party with that of
another. As long as these two instruments remained the only ones on
the line, obviously, the connection was private. A third party, or more,
could be added, but anyone subscriber on the line could then listen in
to the conversations of other subscribers. This was the "party line" ultimately so well known to rural telephone patrons. This complication had
also afflicted the use and development of the telegraph, introduced in
the 1830s. Normally, a customer sent a telegram by going to a central
office from which the message was wired to another central office at
whatever its destination might be. There the message would be transcribed and delivered by hand. As early as 1851 a "telegraphic switchboard" had been devised to make the telegraph more accessible, but
it had inherent difficulties. Private parties sUbscribing to this central
switchboard installed telegraph keys on their premises. When they wanted
to send a telegram, or be connected with the key of another subscriber,
they signalled the central office switchboard. If they had an incoming
message, the central office alerted them. Use of the system was limited
almost exclusively to business houses, which had to employ people
trained in the use of Morse Code. 5
3. For a brief biography of Edmund Burch, see George Anderson, History of New
Mexico: Its Resources and People (2 vots., Los Angeles: Pacific States Publishing Company, 1907), 2:675.
4. J. E. Kingsbury, The Telephone and Telephone Exchanges: Their Invention and
Development (New York: Arno Press, 1972), 68. Also, Frederick W Coburn, "Telephone
Development in the United States," Atlantic Monthly, 96 (November 1905),645.
5. Kingsbury, Telephone, 77, 82, 92.
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The idea and technology of the central telegraph switchboard was
soon applied to the telephone, with more efficient and gratifying results.
In April 1878, just two years after Bell's first patent, Thomas B. Doolittle
filed for a patent on a telephone switChboard. In fact, the first telephone
exchange had already been opened the previous January in New Haven,
Connecticut. By the end of that decade many major eastern cities, including Bridgeport, New York, and Philadelphia, also had such exchanges. Customers connected to one of them could speak with any
other subscriber privately, unless of course the switchboard operator
chose to eavesdrop. Initially these companies were privately incorporated. Bell and his business partners eventually consolidated control of
the manufacture of telephone equipment, and leased it to the private
corporations. 6
Long distance transmission also now began to evolve. The first long
distance line had been strung between Boston and Providence, Rhode
Island, as early as 1881, Lines connected New York and Boston in 1884,
and New York with Philadelphia by 1885. In the West, Denver was added
to the national network in 1911 and a transcontinental link, to San Francisco, was completed in 1915. With these advances, the number of
telephones in use increased dramatically. Within four years of Bell's 1876
patent there were over 30,000 telephones in operation in the United
States. Even in remote New Mexico, both Las Vegas and Albuquerque
acquired exchanges by 1882, with 173 subscribers signing up in Las
Vegas. In Raton a privately financed line from a ranch outside town to
a store in town was installed as early as 1881 .When residents of Johnson
Mesa began to debate the telephone's merits around 1900, there were
1,356,000 sets nationally. By the time the transcontinental connection
was completed in 1915, the number topped ten million. 7
Edmund Burch opened his campaign to bring the telephone to
Johnson Mesa in his newspaper column of March 9, 1899. Over the
years he used a variety of arguments to support his cause, but in this
first instance he called on that most formidable ally, death, warning:
If we of the Mesa only had a telephone line to Raton, we would be
fixed. If anyone gets sick up here it is quite a ride to a doctor, where
if we had a line to Raton, a doctor, could be up here by the time a
man could ride down there. So it would make a difference of three
or four hours.
6. Ibid, 92--,93, 179-82
7. The Statistical History of the United States from Colonial Times to the Present
(Stamford, Connecticut: n.p" n,d,), 480; Frank Reeve, History of New Mexico (3 vols" New
York: Historical Publishing Company, 1961), 2:261, For Raton see Jay 1. Conway, A Brief
Community History of Raton, New Mexico, 1880-1930, Commemorating Her Fiftieth Birthday ([Raton:] np" 1930), Also, Kingsbury, Telephone, 425, 268, 530,
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The inference was that long delays of this sort could be fatal. A month
later he turned again to the telephone question, ass~r,ting that with just
four improvements on the mesa folks there could "begin to think about
living," These improvements included a mill for grinding oats, passable
roads, a couple of new schoolhouses so that children would not have
to walk so far on winter mornings, and a telephone exchange,S
During the next five years, until telephone service became generally
available on the mesa, Burch continued to list the advantages of the
telephone for his readers and neighbors, He pursued two basic themes:
first, that the acquisition of a telephone made economic sense and,
second, that it was convenient and would enhance the quality of life.
One of the major cash crops for mesa farmers was potatoes, which they
sold to grocers in Raton and Folsom. Burch asserted that telephone
connection with these towns would open new marketing possibilities,
reflecting that:
Since I have lived on the mesa I have known it to happen several
times that Raton and Folsom have been out of potatoes and that
the mesa could have supplied them if it would have known there
was a demand, but not knowing it there were no potatoes taken
down and perhaps when we did take them down, we found no
market, but were consoled with the information that if we had brought
them a day or two before the merchants would have been glad to
have taken them, Now a telephone would do away with all such,s
Conversely, Burch added that sometimes merchants had sales on goods
which mesa residents could take advantage of only if they happened
to go into town, a trip not frequently made and then not without due
consideration and planning, If someone was in town though, and stumbled across a good sale, he or she could call friends on the mesa with
the message,10 Burch's chief economic argument, however, was that
the value of mesa land would rise once a telephone line was in place,
The mesa would be seen "as a progressive community," and for those
so inclined, he hinted that investment in the stock of a telephone company could pay nice dividends "in the no [sic] distant future,"11
Burch heard some opposition to his views, and he parodied it in
his newspaper column by admitting that "A telephone will not milk the
cow, sow the grain or make things grow," But he then redoubled his
efforts, coining the promotional phrase, "The farmer with the telephone
is with the times," How often, he asked, did his fellow farmers waste a
8. Raton Range, March 9, 1899, April 6, 1899.
9. Ibid., February 21,1901.
10. Ibid., December 10,1903.
11. Ibid., April 16, 1904, February 18, 1904,
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Copy of an 1897 telephone bill. Courtesy of Albuquerque Museum Photoarchives.
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day going to town for an implement part which proved to be o.ut of stock,
when a quick telephone call would have saved them the trouble?Threshing crews could be assembled by telephone, from the ease of one's
own kitchen, rather than by riding around for a whole'morning contacting
hands,. with the additional advantage that the horses did not get worn
out just at the time when they most needed their strength. In fact, the
telephone encouraged neighborliness, pa~ticularly '~in time of sickness
or when an accident or fire occurs.... "
Burch even enlisted the support of the farm family. No longer, he
said, would the farm wife get lonesome when left alone all day while her
husband was in the field; now she could "take the 'phone down and
visit a few minutes with her neighbors. "Children would benefit, too, being
now more inclined to stay at home because they would no longer be
"isolated from [the] society of other folks.:' Farm life for them would not
have "the dry drudgery of non telephone times:" Burch himself was
looking forward to being entertained over the telephone by having various families sing or play concerts for others on the line during stormy
days or on long winter evenings. 12
The widespread publicity accorded the telephone in newspapers,
periodicals, and books at this time bolstered Burch's position. The Raton
Range occasionally featured news items on developments in the industry. Atypical magazine story for the period was "A Cheap Telephone
System ForFarmers," in the March 31, 1900, issue of Scientific American.
This article described a "home-made fence telephone" in use in PE;mdleton, Indiana. Stretching fourteen miles through three towns, it was
heralded as innovative because it was strung on fence posts and u'sed
common barbed wire.and galvanized wire for transmission. Telephone
systems incorporating the top strand of a barbed wire fence became
quite common in rural America at this time though they had serious
limitations, especially in the quality of their signal. Interested individuals
could readily locate complete instructions for building such a system.
Perhaps the outstanding book of the period was J. E. Kingsbury's The
Telephone and Telephone Exchanges, published in 1915. It remained
a standard reference work on the early history of the telephone industry,
and was reprinted in the 1970s. Kingsbury included chapters such as
"The Common Battery System," which featured detailed diagrams on
how to hook up and power telephones and lines. Less technical and
hence more useful to the uninitiated was Telephones, Their Construction
and Fitting. A Practical Treatise on the Fitting Up and Maintenance of
Telephones and the Auxiliary Apparatus, by' F. C. Allsop, pUblished in
1897. Allsop, too, had diagrams, but in a more simplified form. Both
12. Ibid., March 10, 1904, December 25,1902, November 27,1902.

,'.

..... '

8

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JANUARY 1986

authors recommended using copper wire specifically made for outdoor
telephone lines, but also mentioned the use of various types of steel
wires. Allsop devoted a chapter to "Erecting Telephone Lines, Overhead
Wires, Instruments, Etc."13
Edmund Burch, after several years of agitating for the construction
of a telephone line on Johnson Mesa, finally decided personally to tackle
the matter. He was acquainted with. barbed wire systems, mentioning
in his column one eighty miles long which had been built out of Clayton,
New Mexico, and others in use in rural Nebraska. 14 Late in 1902 he and
two neighbors resolved to put in a private line connecting their three
places, though they did not get their system ordered and installed for
another two years. In his column of February 11, 1904, under the headline
"Mesa Farmers Utilizing Their Wire Fences for Telephones," Burch finally
was able to boast: "How do you like our barbed wire telephone line?
... English, Utton and Burch have their telephones in, and they work
fine. "15 The old adage "seeing is believing" certainly applied in this instance, for it was the installation of this private line which convinced
others on the mesa that the telephone was the miracle some claimed it
to be. By the end of that month a doctor living on the mesa had an
eight-mile-Iong line in operation from his home to the post office. Patients,
or family members of someone injured or fallen ill, gained central access
to his services. Burch continued to arouse interest through his column
as well. It must have given him great pleasure to write, as he did on
March 17, 1904, "I heard on the telephone tonight that. ... "16
The question on the mesa now became not whether a telephone
system would be constructed, but how it would be accomplished. Interested community members discussed a variety of plans for financing
and building lines. They had two general options. One was to connect
Raton and Folsom with a line across the mesa. Mesa residents could
then tap into this main line. The other was to set up an exchange on the
mesa itself and then link it with a nearby town. Folsom, Raton, and
Trinidad, Colorado, all got consideration, with Raton the clear favorite. 17
Capital could be acquired in two ways only, either within the community
itself, or from some outside party or parties. For a while there was hope
that the Bell Company, which controlled the Raton exchange, would
build from Raton to Folsom and then on to Clayton, but it did not do so.
13. "A Cheap Telephone System for Farmers," Scientific American, 82 (March 31.
1900),196; Kingsbury, Telephone, 360, 381. 421. F. C Allsop, Telephones, Their Construction and Fitting. A Practical Treatise on the Fitting Up and Maintenance of Telephones
and the Auxiliary Apparatus (London: n.p., 1897), 137, 169
14. Raton Range, December 12,25, 1902.
15 Ibid., January 1,1903, December 24,1903. February 11,1904
16. Ibid., February 25.1904, March 17, 1904
17. Ibid, November 27,1902.
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Some farmers grumbled that Bell discouraged other companies from
coming in, saying it would not let them connect at Raton, even though
it would not venture onto the mesa itself. 18 The Colorado Telephone
Company, which had the exchange in Trinidad, did express an interest
and sent an agent to the mesa, but it did not carry out any organization
there either. Burch tried to entice investment by the merchants of Raton,
pointing out that their business might increase with telephone connections on the mesa and in Folsom, but they did not respond l9
Lacking an expression of outside interest, it became evident that
those on the mesa who wanted a telephone exchange would have to
finance and build it themselves. At one point Burch complained that "do
it yourself" seemed to be the only answer to every problem on the mesa;
he facetiously supposed that the folks there would have to construct
their own beet sugar plant, mill for oats, and even railroads. 2°The simple
solution was to create a company, sell shares to the public, use the
capital to build the system, and then charge a fee to customers. Few
people on the mesa had money to invest in such a venture, so enough
capital would never be raised that way. An alternative was to follow this
plan but allow shareholders to work out the purchase price of their shares
by putting up poles, installing lines and maintaining the system. Subscribers would purchase their own equipment, so that the only money
needed would be for poles and lines. It was hoped that enough cash
shares would be sold to provide the amount required. Eventually this
was the route taken, though not without difficulties and complications. 21
An informal meeting to discuss the formation of a stock company
and the building of a telepone exchange followed voting in the Republican primary at a local school house on February 20, 1904. 22 Political
sentiment on the mesa was overwhelmingly Republican, so most of the
men living there could be expected to be present for this precinct vote.
About fifteen farmers stayed to "talk telephone" and chose Burch as
their temporary chairman. Burch had called for the meeting in a newspaper column the week before. The men considered the various options
available to them, but made no definite decision on how to proceed. A
majority did agree that bringing a telephone exchange to the mesa "has
become a necessity." The group instructed Burch to name a committee
to draw up plans for a permanent organization. March 18, 1904, was
set as the date for the next meeting: 23
The mesa farmers eventually chose a joint stock company as the
18. Ibid.,
19. Ibid.,
20. Ibid.,
21. Ibid.,
22, Ibid.,
23. Ibid.,

May 23, 1901, February 20, 1902.
December 10, 1903, February 21, 1901.
May 1, 1902
February 21,1901, November 27,1902, March 14, 1901,
February 18, 1904.
February 25, 1904, March 10, 1904,
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means for organizing and financing their telephone venture. Recognizing
that many people wanted telephone service and would subscribe once
an exchange was available, but had no spare cash to invest in stock,
the association allowed for the cost of the stock to be worked out in the
construction of the lines. As it turned out this essentially meant setting
the poles; a crew was hired to string the lines. The contract that the
organizers of the venture carried around the mesa and showed to various
families there read:
We, the signers of this contract, agree to build and complete one
mile of telephone line between Raton and Folsom or forfeit twentyfive dollars, said line to be built or money paid on or before the 15th
day of August, 1904. 24
In practice those who just wanted to invest paid their money and forgot
about the labor. By the end of March, forty-three charter members had·
signed to support the enterprise. Individuals in the town of Folsom sent
word that they would also be investing before the May 1; 1904 deadline
for purchasing stock. 25
Just when the dream of getting telephone service on the mesa
seemed to have been translated into reality, problems arose. First legal
complications developed, then various disagreements pitted neighbor
against neighbor. Although the company had a constitution and by-laws,
based on models of similar ventures in the Midwest, it was not incorporated. The trustees learned that by not incorporating they had violated
New Mexico law. So, during the summer of 1904, they consulted a lawyer,
reorganized, and became a chartered corporation, covering themselves
with, as Burch put it, "the great cloak of the law." In his newspaper
columns Burch hinted that there was considerable discontent about this
state interference in private affairs. These independent mesa farmers
had homesteaded their land and clung to it despite great odds, including
losing their crops to killing frosts which came as late as July 4 one year,
and they wanted the state to stay out of theiraffairs: 26
Divisiveness among friends on the mesa was potentially much more
threatening to the telephone enterprise than legal problems. That tempers could flare was demonstrated by a dispute between two factions
in the summer of 1904. They divided over a move by the telephone
company board of directors to make stock in the company assessable.
That meant that each stockholder would be liable for a cash payment
on each share owned. The company was short of working capital and
having difficulty meeting routine expenses.
24. Ibid, March 24, 1904.
25. Ibid, March 31,1904, April 7,1904.
26. Ibid., June 2, 1904.
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John Utton, a director, led the group favoring the stock assessment.
Ed Burch headed the opposition. These two were old friends and neighbors, having been two of the three men who originally connected their
homes with the first private line on the mesa. Much of Utton's support
came from stockholders who had no telephones of their own, but who,
instead, chose to pay a toll for each call they made on a public telephone
maintained by the company. In some ways these stockholders represented a certain speculative interest; they did not subscribe to the services of the company, but hoped it would be successful and that their
stock would increase in value. They preferred an occasional assessment
fee to installing a telephone and paying a yearly service charge. Paradoxically, Utton pushed for the assessment because he thought it would
be counter-productive. He figured the stockholders would soon find it
cheaper to buy a telephone and pay the annual charge than to have a
series of assessments. Once most mesa residents had telephones, he
reasoned, the company would be self-supporting. 27
Burch and his allies voiced several arguments against assessment.
They believed that in the end it would kill the company because no one
would buy any further stock. Burch claimed he knew of various Raton
merchants who had been ready to take stock, as a friendly gesture to
their mesa customers, but who now would shy away since they could
see assessment after assessment being made. Who knew how much
ownership of stock might ultimately cost? Most incensed were those
people who both owned stock and had a telephone. Not only had they
purchased this telephone, but they paid $3.00 a year for access to the
company lines. They would have to pay an assessment now on top of
their annual bill. Their solution to the company's money woes was to
make a toll call so expensive that stockholders without home service
would find it cheaper to pay the $3,00 yearly access fee,28 .
Utton and Burch exchanged some heated words via the columns
of the Raton Range. Burch, standing up for the Raton merchants in this
case and claiming that they really had the interests of mesa folk at heart,
depicted the move of the telephone company directors as showing "a
selfish disposition on our part." Utton, responding in martyred tones,
said he wa~ tired of "kiyks from slanderers, bulldozers and dictators,"
As for the soft hearts of the Raton merchants, Utton claimed, "I never
got a penny's worth of anything in Raton that I did not pay for and pay
well,"29 A wounded Burch protested: '" can hardly believe that Mr. Utton
27. Ibid, June 30, 1904, JUly 14, 1904.
28. No mention is made of families who could not afford either stock in the company
or a telephone and who depended on the public telephone for an occasional call to a
doctor, merchant, or friend. Ibid., June 30, 1904.
29. Ibid., JUly 14, 1904.
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means me when he says that the officers have been subjected to kicks
from slanderers, bulldozers and dictators.... " He then proceeded to
question Utton's farming practices, classing them as somewhat backward.
'
Burch did end this last public airing of the dispute between himself
and Utton on a conciliatory note by offering to settle differences "in the
shade of the wire fence."The editor of the Raton Range seemed to call
for peace as well, by publishing an article praising the accomplishment
of the mesa people in getting a telephone line built. This article appeared
in the same issue as Burch's final salvo. Given this juxtaposition, the
editor might have had his tongue in his cheek when he wrote: "By the
construction of this telephone line the people of Johnson Mesa have
given to the world an object lesson in what may be accomplished by
co-operation."30 Inflammatory exchanges aside, the directors went ahead
with the assessment.
Despite these difficulties, telephone service was available on the
mesa by the fall of 1904, via a line connected to the exchange switchboard in Raton. Subscribers could not only call their neighbors, but
could reach numbers in Folsom and Raton and even had long distance
connections through a hook-up with the Colorado Telephone Company,
in Trinidad. The Mesa Telephone Company, however, was not a complete
financial success. In its second year of operation, from August 1905, to
August 1906, it earned about $800.00, but it carried an indebtedness
of $1,150.00. Of this amount, $900.00 had been borrowed at ten percent
interest. The number of stockholders remained constant at around forty,
and stock continued to be assessed (in 1906 at the rate of $5.00 per
share). There was unsold stock amounting to 150 shares. Edmund Burch
called on the directors to market some of this stock, rather than continuing to vote assessments. He claimed that the directors were reluctant
to sell because they feared losing control of the company. More likely
the stock was not saleable 31 The major expense borne by the company
in these ensuing years was in repairing lines, which suffered frequent
damage from lightning during violent thunderstorms on the mesa 32 Complaints from customers continued to surface as well. The cost of acquiring and maintaining a telephone remained a major consideration for
many, and they called on the company for relief. A new subscriber first
had to put in his own line from his home to the company lines. One mile
of line cost $20.00. The telephone itself cost $12.00, and the yearly
service fee, raised to $6.00, had to be paid in advance. To get initial
service thus required paying out at least $38.00. In 1905 there was a
30 Ibid, July 21, 1904.
31. Ibid., June 16, 1904,August28, 1906
32. Ibid., March 31, 1906
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request that all subscribers be allowed to payout the $6.00 fee in four
quarterly installments. Such a petition demonstrates the precariousness
of some family finances on the mesa 33
For a few years the telephone did serve the needs of people on
Johnson Mesa. It unified the community and made life easier, safer, and
more convenient. By 1906, mesa residents got a daily weather report
on the phone, plus the latest information on fires, railroad wrecks, and
murders. Ten short rings was the signal for all on the line to answer and
hear the news. In fact, the universal rural telephone complaint of "the
line is occupied most of the time by people visiting" soon surfaced. 34
Edmund Burch went so far as to suggest that the barbed wire lines be
brought back with.people purchasing an extra phone, hooking it to the
barbed wire and using it exclusively for visiting, reserving the company
lines for business.
Party line problems aside, Burch gloried in the pleasure and advantages of the telephone system he had promoted so assiduously. In
the fall of 1904 he got his wish for a concert when a neighboring family
sang several songs over the wires followed by a Mr. Murry, who treated
listeners to violin solos.35 Burch no doubt greatly enjoyed reporting:
A rather amusing incident happened to me a few days ago. After
I had left home, the boy broke the binder, so my wife phoned me
at Raton and tried to give me the number of the piece broken ....
I finally made out what was wanted and telephoned to Trinidad and
had the casting to take home with me, saving two days time besides
having a basket full of fun. 36
The number of such days was limited. By the 1920s most people
had left the mesa. Its farms reverted to grazing land and its homes and
schools stood empty. The Mesa Telephone Company was sold in 1911
and the Mountain States Telegraph and Telephone Company, in the Bell
System, purchased the bulk of its equipment. A private corporation took
over its lines to remote settlements and ranches 37 No one ever claimed
that the telephone would make all the difference between success and
failure in this community, but it was hoped that it would be one more
factor contributing to growth. In the end other circumstances undermined its impact.

33. Ibid., February 2, 1905
34. Ibid., September 22, 1904, February 24, 1906.
35. Ibid., JUly 6, 1905, September 8, 1904.
36. Ibid., September 22, 1904.
37 Stanley F. Crocchiola, The Johnson Mesa, New Mexico, Story (Pep, Texas: privately printed, 1965), 15-16.

Acequia atTesuque, ca. 1925. From the Virginia Johnson collection, neg. #33351 ,
New Mexico State Records Center and Archives, Courtesy of Southwest Hispanic
Research Institute, University of New Mexico

